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As Colombian President Ernesto Samper begins his last year in office, he is beset by the same
problems that have plagued him since he was sworn in. He has been unable to emerge from the
shadow of the worst political scandal in the country's history, centering on accusations that drug
money financed his presidential campaign.
That scandal resulted in a tense and punitive US policy toward Colombia. And, despite a
commitment to peace negotiations, Samper has been unsuccessful in ending a guerrilla movement
that appears to be stronger than ever and increasingly violent.
Moreover, a budding economic recession is blocking government efforts to ease unemployment.
Two days after assuming office on Aug. 7, 1994, the "narcocassettes" scandal broke, bringing
accusations that the new president accepted funds from Cali drug barons to finance his election
campaign (see NotiSur, 07/29/94 and 04/04/95).
Although Samper was twice exonerated by the Colombian legislature, the issue refuses to go away.
Recently in Miami, former Cali cartel accountant Guillermo Pallomari testified in a trial against two
US lawyers that Samper and his aides were deeply involved with the cartel and said that as many as
30% of Colombian lawmakers received cartel money, along with former governors and presidents.
Pallomari, a Chilean who is cooperating with federal prosecutors and is in the US government's
witness-protection program, testified that weeks before Samper was elected president, cartel
kingpin Miguel Rodriguez Orejuela boasted to his lieutenants, "We have a president!" Samper
responded that Pallomari's allegations merely repeated charges the Colombian Congress examined
when it cleared him last year.
"It's the same movie but in English," he said. Samper says his administration has done much, with
little recognition, to stop drug trafficking, and those efforts "surpass greatly what has been achieved
in the past." Samper said 70,000 hectares of illegal coca fields have been eradicated, compared with
6,533 ha from 1986 to 1994. He also cited the capture of Cali cartel leaders, passage of laws imposing
tougher penalties for drug-related offenses and allowing confiscation of assets, and a proposed
constitutional amendment to permit extradition, which Congress is debating.

US improves relations with security forces, despite Samper
The drug-money scandal had a detrimental effect on Colombia's relations with the US, bringing,
for two consecutive years, US decertification of Colombia as an ally in the drug war and a refusal
by the US State Department to grant Samper a US visa. Pressure has eased somewhat in recent
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weeks, because the US has accomplished "everything that was on its anti-drugs agenda," said Juan
Tokatlian, researcher at the National University.
On Aug. 13, Colombia's Constitutional Court upheld a recent law that allows the government to
confiscate billions of dollars in assets from drug bosses and their heirs. The court also affirmed that
the law can be applied retroactively. US Ambassador Myles Frechette called the asset-forfeiture law
"an unequivocal sign that Colombia is rearming itself to tackle the scourge of drug trafficking."
In another ruling, on Aug. 6, the Constitutional Court limited the jurisdiction of military courts and
stipulated that military personnel charged with common crimes will be tried in civilian courts. The
decision was praised by human rights organizations who have long complained that the military
commits gross human rights violations with impunity. A US-Colombia agreement signed earlier in
the month to monitor human rights will allow Washington to continue its military aide, which had
been partially withheld because of human rights abuses (see NotiSur, 07/25/97).
In addition to US$45 million in State Department assistance this year, the Defense Department
is delivering US$40 million for the Colombian military and national police. An additional US$30
million also could be provided pending congressional approval. Following the agreement, Thomas
Constantine, head of the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), visited Colombia for the first
time. He praised the Colombian police for their role in fighting drug trafficking, calling them "one of
the most professional forces in the hemisphere."
On Aug. 15, Clinton administration drug czar Barry McCaffrey met with Colombia's new military
commander, Gen. Manuel Jose Bonnett Larcano, and Gen. Rosso Jose Serrano, head of the national
police, in Washington and lauded their efforts in the drug war as "heroic." The two generals had
attended a conference in North Carolina on improving cooperation in the drug war between various
national security agencies. "We are trying to organize a multinational force against drugs, which
will have a coordinating effect on the entire continent," Bonnett said. In late July, Samper appointed
Bonnett to replace Gen. Harold Bedoya as head of the armed forces, in part because Bedoya opposed
peace negotiations with the guerrillas.

Guerrilla violence brings Colombia to brink of abyss
In his assessment of the past three years, Samper said he was frustrated that he had not made more
progress toward peace, and he will continue to explore whether the guerrilla and paramilitary
groups have the political will to negotiate. Although Samper survived the persistent accusations
regarding ties to drug lords, the escalating violence may prove to be a more serious threat to his
political fortunes.
The violence has increased significantly with the approach of the first of three elections scheduled
within the next year, which the rebels have vowed to disrupt. More than sixty public officials and
candidates have been killed this year, and more than 200 people have died in clashes between rebels
and security forces since the beginning of August, including Sen. Jorge Cristo Sahiun, a close ally of
the president, who was gunned down outside his office in northeastern Colombia. By mid-August
some legislators from the governing Partido Liberal called on Samper to shut down Congress and
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assume emergency powers to combat leftist rebels. Others demanded that Samper be impeached for
his failure to rein in the violence from guerrilla and paramilitary groups.
On Aug. 13, Defense Minister Gilberto Echeverri said he would ask Samper to declare a state of
emergency to control the violence. A 90-day state of emergency, which could later be extended for
another 90 days, would allow Samper to give additional powers to security forces. Echeverri's call
came only hours after three Partido Liberal senators suggested the president step down because of
his "inability to govern" the country. "If the president is not able to govern," said Sen. Julio Cesar
Guerra, a Samper supporter, "he should let someone else do it." Sen. Juan Guillermo Angel said
that if the president does not resign soon, "we will be obliged to carry out a political trial to remove
him from office."
On Aug. 19, Samper appealed to the guerrillas to participate in elections rather than sabotage them.
"I invite those who have risen up in arms to resolve their differences through the electoral process,
and I'm inviting them to change bullets for the ballot," Samper said. "I ask them to allow the people,
in whose name they are fighting, to make their own decisions, rather than force them through
intimidation."
Because of the violence, the electoral board said on Aug. 20 it is canceling the October elections for
mayors, town councils, and provincial governors in at least 10 towns. Joblessness competes with
violence as national scourge In his acceptance speech in 1994, Samper said his administration's
priorities would be to create 1.5 million jobs, achieve economic growth of more than 5%, and carry
out social investment.
When Samper assumed office in 1994, the unemployment rate was below 10%.By June of this year,
however, it topped 13% in Colombia's seven major cities, which translates to 865,000 people without
work, excluding farm workers. According to government figures, in the past three years, at least
280,000 people in the productive sector have lost their jobs. During the past six months, Colombia
has seen increasing signs of a recession, with decreased industrial production and a stagnated
agrarian sector, complicated by the guerrilla violence that has severely hit the oil industry.
However, Samper points to signs that the economy is improving, including more effective tax
collection and higher cement and fuel sales. According to Samper, increased unemployment is
partly the result of the crackdown on drug trafficking that created a "period of economic adjustment
and reintegration." Samper continues to call on Colombians to "look toward the future," and
speaks with confidence of reactivating production and increasing social spending. He said "peace,
human rights, and social welfare" are the priorities for his remaining year in office. [Sources: The
Miami Herald, 07/23/97, 07/25/97; United Press International, 08/01/97, 08/05/97; Notimex, 07/31/97,
08/07/97, 08/12/97; Agence France-Presse, 07/22/97, 07/23/97, 08/13/97; Inter Press Service, 07/23/97,
07/26/97, 08/06/97, 08/07/97, 08/14/97; Associated Press, 07/24/97, 08/01/97, 08/14/97; Spanish news
service EFE, 07/23/97, 08/02/97, 08/05/97, 08/07/97, 08/17/97; Reuter, 07/23/97, 08/07/97, 08/13/97,
08/16/97, 08/19/97; El Nuevo Herald, 08/20/97]
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